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Baudel aire's Chandelier:
P o esie De Theatre Cocteau
and Ghelderode
by J. W. Jones
Medicine can cure the body. But soul, poetry, is capable of living in,
longing for, choosing illness. Only the most fanatic researcher upon cancer could share with the poet the concept that cancer is a flower, an
adventure, an intrigue with life.
- Robert Duncan
But it is not good to stay too long in the theatre.
- Francis Bacon

When Sergei Diaghilev stopped, adjusted his monocle, and said to Jean Cocteau:
"Etonnez-moi," he established, as if by fiat, the theatre we have witnessed for the
past forty years as either dadaist, surrealist, absurdist, or simply avant-garde. One
might say, paraphrasing Whitehead on Plato, that all avant-garde theatre is a series
of footnotes to Cocteau. And one would not be at all far from the truth. But those
more conscious of history and less concerned with paying homage to genius would
recognize at least two precursors of Cocteau's theatre in Alfred Jarry's Ubu ROi
(1896) and Guillaume Apollinaire's Les Marnelles de Tiresias (1916). The premiere
of Ubu Roi at the Theatre Nouveau in Paris, December 11, 1896, was the trauma
of modern theatre. That we can thus specifically locate the provenance of the disease,
yet not be healed, disproves, among other things, the cathartic principle of Freudian
psychoanalysis, which holds that once a patient is made aware of his trauma, he is
"well." Our theatre is far from well, and rather enjoys its illness, plumes itself on its
maladies. But as recent interest in the theatre of Antonin Artaud would indicate, we
have only begun to suffer. Le Theatre et Son Double (1938), Artaud's collected writings on theatre, with its central concept of a "theatre of cruelty," is the breviary of
the more sanguine aspirants to the art. If proponents of the proscenium stage are
piqued that many canonical plays of the modern theatre have trenchantly questioned
its validity, they will be yet more chagrined to learn that the disintegration of proscenium theatre and of the whole residual rhetoric of the naturalist stage has scarcely
begun. According to Artaud, the convention has endured hardly one scintilla of the
maceration it must undergo before a truly "living theatre" will be possible.
"Happening" is a vague genre, and one can define it only by seeing, or better,
by being in one. In theory, a happening blossoms spontaneously from a group,
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like a significant tumor, though its tumorous aspects are probably more prominent
than its significant. It has no structure, other than that of the instant, though most
happenings do call for some contrivance. It happens indomitably, however; the Mallarmean doctrine of le Hasard, Chance, is its first principle. We shall return to this.
Although W. B. Yeats understood little French, he attended the first performance
of Ubu Ro~ and his reaction is worth quoting:
I go to the first performance of Alfred Jarry 's Ubu Roi ... The audience shake their fists at one another and (my friend) whispers to me,
'There are often duels after these performances,' and he explains to me
what is happening on the stage. The players are supposed to be dolls,
toys, marionettes, and now they are all hopping like wooden frogs, and
I can see for myself that the chief personage, who is some kind of King,
carries for sceptre a brush of the kind that we use to clean a closet.
Feeling bound to support the most spirited party, we have shouted for
the play, but that night at the Hotel Corneille I am very sad, for comedy,
objectivity, has displayed its growing power once more. I say, 'After
Stephane Mallarme, after Paul Verlaine, after Gustave Moreau, after
Puvis de Chavannes, after our own verse, after all our subtle colour
and nervous rhythms, after the faint mixed tints of Conder, what more
is possible? After us the Savage God.'
Mallarme's own comment was a little more positive: he termed Ubu ROi the
work of a "sure, sober, dramatic sculptor." But Yeats' reaction was the truer, if
more despairing, one. The egregious scatology of Ubu Roi overwhelmed the tenuous
symbology of the school of Maeterlinck. And Ubu Roi engendered Apollinaire's
"surrealist drama," Les Mamelles de Tiresias, which was first performed in 1917,
one month before Cocteau's and Diaghilev's Parade. Les Mamelles de Tiresias is a
mock piece-a-these; naturalistic structure is thrown to the Winds, but the social concern - in this case the problem of repopulation - remains, comically treated, but
still present. Apollinaire said of his own play:
I cannot possibly decide if this drama is serious or not. Its aim is to
interest and entertain. That is the aim of every dramatic work ... I
could have written on this subject, which has never before been treated,
a play in the mock-melodramatic style which has been made fashionable
by the writers of 'problem plays.' I preferred a less somber style, for I
don't think that the theatre ought to make anyone feel desperate.
The new theatre, while recognizing Apollinaire as one of the fathers, would
Violently (can it demur in more irenic fashion?) disagree with his last statement.
With Artaud and the Artaudians, with Beckett, with Gelber, with Pinter, even, per-
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haps, with Albee, despair would seem ineluctable.
Jean Cocteau's Les Maries de fa Tour Eiffel (1922) springs directly from Apollinaire's Les Mamelles de Tiresias, the major difference being that Cocteau's play is
written in prose; Apollinaire's, in a very loose verse. The same fantasy and irreverence are at work. The speaking parts in Cocteau's play are given to two phonographs; the other principals are mimes. Cocteau describes the intended effect thusly:
The human phonographs at the left and right of the stage, like the classic
chorus, like the compere and commere who act as masters of ceremonies
on our music-hall stage, describe, without the least 'literature,' the absurd
action which is unfolded, danced, and mimed between them. I say 'absurd '
because, instead of attempting to keep this side of the absurdity of life,
to lessen it, to organize and arrange it as we organize and arrange the
story of an incident in which we played an unfavorable part, I accentuate it, I emphasize it, I try to paint more truly than the truth.
The plot is given in the title; the play is about a wedding party on the Eiffel
Tower. I want to quote a portion of dialogue, which illustrates Cocteau's use of the
phonographs :
First Phonograph:
Wedding March.
Second Phonograph: The Procession.
(Wedding March. The phonographs announce the wedding guests,
who enter strutting like dogs in an animal act.)
First Phonograph:
The Bride, gentle as a lamb.
Second Phonograph: The Father-in-law, rich as Croesus.
First Phonograph : The Bridegroom, handsome as Apollo.
Second Phonograph: The Mother-in-law, false as a bad penny.
First Phonograph : The General, stupid as a goose.
Second Phonograph : Look at him ! He thinks he 's on his mare, Mirabelle.
First Phonograph : The Ushers, strong as Turks!
Second Phonograph : The Bridesmaids, fresh as roses!
To those familiar with the plays of Eugene Ionesco, this concatenation of spoken
cliches is old hat; that he gives them to machines, rather than to human beings, is
to be commended in Cocteau. One beautiful element of the play is the pigeon-telegram:
Second Phonograph: Look! An ostrich! It crosses the stage. It goes off.
Here's the Hunter. He looks for the ostrich. He peers. He sees something. He aims. He fires .
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First Phonograph:
Heavens! A telegram.
(A large blue telegram falls from above)
This poetic touch brings us to Cocteau's 1922 preface to the play:
The action of my play is pictorial, while the text itself is not. I am attempting to substitute a 'poetry of the theatre' for 'poetry in the theatre.'
Poetry in the theatre is a delicate lace, impossible to see at any distance.
Poetry of the theatre should be a coarse lace, a lace of ropes, a ship at
sea. Les Maries can have the frightening appearance of a drop of poetry
seen under a microscope. The scenes are linked like the words of a poem.
Cocteau and Ghelderode are alike products of the disintegration of the piecebien-faite, with all its ramifications of proscenium stage, oppressively realistic scenery,
the detritus of "effect," and their respective mythologies are obsessively theatrical.
Cocteau refers to his love for the theatre as the "red and gold sickness." He says: "It
intimidates and fascinates me. I become two persons there. I live in it and become
the child whom the ticket-selling tribunal authorizes to descend into hell." This image,
of the poet's descent into Hell, is realized in Orphee. Ghelderode's credo is stated more
calmly: "I have always loved old churches, in the same way as theatres. I willfully
say the old ones, not the others; in the same way as old-fashioned theatres, gilded
and purple, with a crystalline prism chandelier. Places of enchantment!" As we shall
see, to connect "church" and "theatre" is Ghelderode's constant proclivity. Cocteau
and Ghelderode parody the piece-bienfaite; to them its hackneyed staples are poetry.
The wounded telegram in Les Maries de la Tour Eiffel mocks the considerably more
pivotal letter in Strindberg's The Father.
Cocteau's Orphee (1925) depends heavily on this autochthonous poetry of the
stage. One could write a history of modern French theatre around the infamous mot
d'Ubu; this most common French obscenity obsesses both Jarry and Cocteau. It is
the first word Pere Ubu utters, and he repeats it, unvaryingly, to the end of the play.
In Orphee, Orpheus enters the "AlI-Thrace" poetry competition with a magical line
of poetry dictated by a horse: Madame Eurydice reviendra des enfers. The line is
an acrostic; capitalize the initial letters, add them up, and they spell ... well. Cocteau
relies throughout the play on this metamorphic certainty, the magical expectation he
thinks the sine qua non of theatre. The angel Heurtebise, disguised as a glazier,
hovers in air for a moment when Orpheus, without noticing, jerks a chair from under
him. Death is portrayed as a fashionable woman, who performs her task with the
aid of two "surgical assistants" and a Flash-Gordonish rigamarole of radio Signals,
etc. It is Cocteau's ability to extrapolate from the theatre world to the "real" world
and back again that makes this absurdity, this obViousness, perfectly right. It was
Cocteau's great gift, with his style blanc, to notice the intrusion of the supernatural
in the most natural fashion; it happens as it happens, not volubly, but believably
(Cocteau: " ... it matters above all to be believed and least of all to be admired").
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The film Orpheus achieves a limpid gravity in the cinema that only Eisenstein and
Murnau have heretofore mastered. A patently structured, created environment tempers
the actions of Death, Orpheus, Heurtebise, Eurydice. In this film, Cocteau manages
to create the friction of a stage play, yet Orpheus remains a film. Gertrude Stein
observed:
the thing that is most fundamental about plays is that the scene as depicted on the stage is more often than not one might say it is almost
always in syncopated time in relation to the emotion of anybody in the
audience.
Cocteau's pictorial approach to the theatre dismisses this disparity ("The action of
my play is pictorial, the text itself is not"). The scenes between Death and Orpheus
in Hades, taking place out of time, he renders timeless. The play is made time, when
Orpheus disappears through the mirror for the first time, he is gone no time; Cocteau
represents this . by raising and lowering the curtain very qUickly, and repeating one
scene. Cocteau's puns, his emphasis on the preciOUS, if not the cliched, are a sort of
quotidian poetry; he balances between the myth as it is remembered, and the myth
as it exists, elegantly or humbly, now. The "All-Thrace" poetry contest, the "Bacchantes who stay up late drinking," are funny, reductions of the mythiC, but oper,able
still within the myth. Theatre, poesie de theatre, the coarse lace on which all this is
hung, helps it to live.
Michel de Ghelderode (1898-1962) said: "I don't regard myself as either a
dramatist or a storyteller, but as a poet who has used the forms of the story and
the theatre." Cocteau Similarly insisted that all his work, novels, plays, films, poetry,
be generically termed poesie. Ghelderode further said of himself, "I have an angel
on my shoulder, and a devil in my pocket," a statement which explains certain contradictions in his theatre. It is a baroque theatre, a theatre of "flesh and excrement"
according to one commentator, scabrous, tragiC, metaphysical, a true discordia concors. Ghelderode admitted the influence of English dramatists, especially of Shakespeare and Jonson. The Renaissance shibboleth of theatre-as-life, life-as-theatre obsesses
Ghelderode. Theatre obtrudes everywhere in the "life" of his plays.
Ghelderode wrote over thirty plays, most of which have not been translated into
English. Until 1949, when Jean Louis Barrault's troupe produced Fastes d'Enfer, he
was scarcely known even in France, but with Cocteau's championship, and a theatre
which spoke to a condition, his reputation was qUickly established.
His dramatic work falls into three general divisions:
1. Plays on Biblical themes (Barabbas, Les Femmes au Tombeau)

2. Plays of the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Escurial, Fastes d 'Enfer,
Ecole des Bouffons) set in Flanders or Spain
3. Plays of the theatre (TrOiS Acteurs, un Drame, Sortie de l'Acteur)
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There is a fourth possible category, of his mythiC plays, Christophe Colomb, Le Mort
du Docteur Faus~ Don Juan, but I shall not discuss those. I shall treat three plays,
one from each of the major divisions.
Barabbas (1928) was written during Ghelderode's three-year official connection
with the flemish Popular Theatre (1927-1930). Practically every theme of his later
work is adumbrated here. The plot is simple: Christ's Passion seen through the eyes
of the people. Ghelderode says: "Instead of being on Calvary with the Honorable
Witnesses, I went to the foot of Calvary with the rabble. I wondered how the crowd,
the lower orders of Jerusalem, had stood that dreadful and sublime day." He chose
Barabbas as protagonist. In the play Barabbas sees himself quite clearly, or so he
thinks:
It's me, Barabbas, under sentence of death, disgraced, bound hand and
foot, but still terrible. And I shall go on being terrible, right up to my
shameful death, before these priests and these judges and these crowds
I have made tremble and who still tremble - this death which will be
great and moving like a stage play, this purple and riotous death which
will be my triumph.
He continues, throughout the play, to see himself dramatically. The tone T. S. Eliot
found in Othello's final speech, that of seeing himself in a dramatic light, is Barabbas'
maniere d'etre. In the cage with the two thieves he says: "Me, I am a murderer.
My exploits? Seek them in epics and endless rhapsodic songs ... Me, I am a bandit
(shaking the thieves). Why don't you applaud? (The thieves feebly clap their hands.)
Thank you!" When the good thief speaks repentantly of his crimes, Barabbas shouts:
"It's you who have tarnished the radiance of crime," a statement reminiscent of Jean
Genet's later position. The Governor of the prison, once Barabbas' fellow thief, adjures
him to "adopt an attitude of resignation and to display the outward signs of repentance. "
Barabbas: To pretend?
Governor: If you did that, perhaps you would move the judges to mercy.
Barabbas: Then let me die straight away!
But in the second act, persuaded by Caiphas, the high priest, himself a prodigious
hypocrite (as most of Ghelderode's priests are), Barabbas weeps penitently, and the
crowd chooses him over ChriSt. After he is told he is free, he asks what is to happen
to ChriSt.
Caiphas: Jesus? Condemned to death.
Barabbas: Him? To death? You are joking!
The Priest: He dies on the gallows that was set aside for you.
Barabbas (Dumbfounded): That's not funny. (Trying to make things
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out.) All this wasn't a show then? In that case who is being deceived?
(He runs toward Jesus who is going down the steps.) Hey, comrade!
It's not my fault . .. (He holds out his hand.) No ill feeling?
But Christ doesn't answer.
The staging of Act III of Barabbas is taken from one of Breugel's Crucifixions,
in which Golgotha with its three crosses can scarcely be seen in the maddening crowd.
There is a fairground atmosphere; but the shadow of Calvary will hover
over the stage. We are in a hollow in Jerusalem. In this place the actors
will be as though in a cistern, and since everything is strange and panicstricken during this act, they will have the manners of madmen or sleepwalkers. People will go by almost continually in the gloomy rear part
of the stage. The murmur of the crowd will be heard, like a deep organ
pedal, almost ceaselessly and with silences that heighten it. Now and then,
shouts, jeers, trumpets and percussion instruments that emphasize the
dramatic action.
On the left of the stage, the little entrance to a portable booth with
a platform, colored panels, red lantern, and cracked bell. The Watcher
will remain permanently on a ruined wall, right. He is the commentator
on the divine drama that is being performed on Calvary.

At first, the street is empty. The Showman beats the big drum on the platform
in front of his booth. He yells through a megaphone:
The Showman: Walk up! Walk up! Come and see the men of the moment
portrayed by an incomparable illusionist! Come and see the celebrities,
murderers, and politicians! The true likeness of Barabbas! Walk up, you
pay as you leave ...
The Clown: (Coming into view from the booth, bursting with laughter.)
Ha, ha, ha, ha! ... What did he say?
The Showman: Shut up, Coco. Not worth beginning (indicating the stage).
Nothing. This means bankruptcy. The public is on the mountain. The
show has gone to the winds. Why would anyone come to my booth
when death sentences are being carried out? That 's what's needed, strong
sensations and the feeling of impunity. For our next turn we must prepare something with the characters of this butchery. Understand? .
The fair is a failure. Cursed Calvary!
The Watcher beginS to report the actions on Golgotha, while Magdalene, the apostles,
the showman and the clown, Peter, Yocabeth, Judas, and finally B arabbas, gather.
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Peter and Barabbas talk:
Peter: The judges will be judged. God weighs our deeds.
Barabbas: Leave God in the clouds. Try to understand me right to the
end. My liberty is all humbug, comrade. I am not free. They pretended to
set me free. (Indicates a person clad in a black cloak, who slips to the
back of the stage.) I am followed step by step. I am overheard. You
can imagine whether my liberators feel at their ease. It's not with impunity that you loose an artist of my status in the crowd. Ha! They
think I'm drunk, mad with joy. They fancy that I have grasped nothing
of the farce in which I have had the walk-on part.
Peter leaves, and the Showman tries to convince Barabbas to join his troupe, parodying the trial and Crucifixion. Barabbas starts to crucify the Clown:
To teach this wretch to want to mock Jesus. And since the darkest of
portents weigh on us, since the light of the heavens is going out, since
it is foretold that the last scourges will come sweeping down on the city,
since the world is at bay, as though it were going to come to an end,
since the time has come when the Just dies on the cross and the murderer
goes free - for all these reasons, I shall grandly play the most baleful
of farces, the most philosophical of entertainments.
Barabbas destroys the Showman's booth. Herod offers Barabbas a position as his
servant, which is refused. Barabbas, off to avenge Jesus' murder, engages in a fight
with the men in black, and is stabbed in the back by the Clown.
Barabbas: Eh? (He staggers.) They've got the better of me. And from
behind? A fine bit of work! (He falls to his knees like an ox.) No, no,
they haven't got the better of me yet. First, to work ... (He gets up
painfully and shouts hoarsely.) Bear up, beggars. I'm coming (But he
falls to his knees again.) You'll do all right without me. Yes, they've
got the better of me. So what? I was condemned to death. It's all the
same to me. I'm no longer afraid. And I'm bleeding. Hey, Jesus! I too
am bleeding. Sacrificed the same day ... (He collapses to the ground
and half raises himself.) But you died for something. I am dying for
nothing. Nevertheless it's because of you ... for you ... Jesus. If you
want ... And if I could give you my hand ... and see you smile ...
Jesus ... My brother ... (He collapses finally, rolls over, and dies
looking toward Calvary.)
It is only in this last scene that Barabbas ceases to believe that life is a play, and
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his great dramatic moment comes when the play of his own life is replaced in his
consciousness by the terrible drama of Golgotha.
Trois Acteurs, un drame which Ghelderode termed a "dramatic comedy in one
act" would appear to be a pastiche of Pirandello's Sei Personaggi in Cerca d'Autore,
although Ghelderode denied any knowledge of that play at the time of writing. Three
actors have determined to kill themselves, and attempt to use the playas a vehicle
for their deaths. They fail, because they are inured to dying on stage. It is the despairing author who succeeds, in the wings.
Heavy Lead: Why did you choose us in particular?
Author: Because there were three of you, as though by chance, and because you had the faces that were needed.
Ingenue: As far as our faces are concerned, you can say they are the
real ones. Noone has ever looked more like the part ... (She shivers.)
I'd like to go to bed.
Couldn't you write a play where the actors go to bed?
Heavy Lead: Rather than one where the audience goes to sleep?
Author: All right! Destroy my illusions. Not about art, about those who
live on it.
Ingenue: Live on it? Is this your idea of a joke?
Author: I have no desire to laugh, my dear.
The actors do live on art; without art they do not exist. And they do destroy the
author's illusion; they decimate his play. When the Ingenue confesses her trepidations,
the Juvenile Lead assures her: "The play does the acting for us and dictates our
moves. It (their projected suicide) doesn't need thinking about." Before the play
begins, the Heavy Lead remarks: "Our life was a bad play ... And we were rotten
actors ... " In the play within the play Ghelderode parodies himself. "The back
cloth depicts a Gothic crypt, the sidepieces a draWing room of the Empire period.
The furniture is in the LouiS XVI style. An elaborately engraved suit of armor stands
in a recess. Everything is bathed in moonlight." The Duke is old, and his young
wife has a lover, Tristan.
Duchess: I do not complain of the way I live, except that this manor
is a little damp ...
Duke: You do not complain because you are well-bred. But why do you
sigh unceaSingly? I do not wish to know ... Did I not tell you on the
morrow of our marriage that I resigned myself to being your father?
Duchess: Why not have left me my virginity and my innocence?
Duke: At the touch of your youth I had faith in myself? As for your
virginity, let us talk of other things, my child.
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The Duke begins to falter in his lines, and the Heavy Lead's musings instead are
heard. He leaves, and the Duchess pulls a note from her bosom. She calls to Tristan:
" Come! Will this night end without drama?" The suit of armor, which conceals
Tristan, embraces her. The dialogue between Tristan and the Duchess disintegrates
into the lovers' conversation of the Juvenile Lead and the Ingenue, who are having
an affair. The Heavy Lead, who is the Ingenue's husband, returns in the person of
the Duke. He confesses his love for the Ingenue as well as his knowledge of the affair,
and shoots himself. She, realizing that he has killed himself for love of her, joins
him in death and the Juvenile Lead, shouting, ' I can't live without you, Mariette!
I shall rejoin you in eternity' kills himself as well. The Prompter, who has been
trying to preserve the play's integrity, screams: 'The only thing left for me to do is
to enter a monastery .. . a monastery, you wretched actors!'
"The curtain comes slowly down on the carnage," but goes up again immediately. The Heavy Lead comes first, around the curtain, out to the footlights; he bumps
into the Juvenile Lead, who, thinking the Ingenue dead, says he's going to try again.
Heavy Lead: " It 's difficult, my boy. You get too used to dying on the stage." Then
the curtain opens slightly to admit the Ingenue. Then, the Heavy Lead intends to
open a pub. The Ingenue and Juvenile Lead receive his blessing. He commands the
Juvenile Lead to: "Kiss Mariette. That no longer makes any difference to me. I've
played old men's parts so often. " Then a shot is heard from the wings. The author,
who is not an actor, has killed himself.
With Escurial (1927) we move into Ghelderode's distinctive microscosm, the
Protean world of Hieronymus Bosch, where things become suddenly alive and where
people suddenly become puppet-like and comatose; where, to slightly alter Kierkegaard's phrase, " perversity of heart is to will one thing." Jonson 's humour theory
is here exacerbated to its intensest degree. Ghelderode's dwarfs, monks, giants, kings
are obsessive solipSists, given wholly to venery, gluttony, arrogance, sin in all its
multifariousness. He said that he " discovered the world of shapes before discovering
the world of ideas," and some plays (Les Aveugles, Le Pie Sur Le Gibet) are " translations" of Breughel's paintings. Other plays take place in a mythical Breugellande,
where the atmosphere of the kermesse, the ribald Folk fair of Flanders, reigns. In
all the plays there is a strong sense of animated tableaux. Ghelderode wrote plays
for marionettes. He noted of Les Femmes au Tombeau :

The manuscript of this play, written in 1928, bore the reference, "A
Play for marionettes." The author has deleted this indication so that
the work is not thought reserved for wooden actors only - although
there are certain expressions that belong to them in their own right, such
as strange gestures as portrayed by the Flemish Primitives.
An intense friendship with James Ensor, a remarkably incisive Flemish Expressionist,
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who shared Ghelderode's interest in clowns, masks, and carnivals, doubtless accentuated the painterly aspects of Ghelderode's theatre. Escurial is a vivified El Greco.
The play is a dialogue between the Spanish king, Philip II, evil genius of the Inquisition, and his fool, Folial. Its effect depends greatly upon the ambiance of corruption
Ghelderode establishes at the outset. The Escurial is a putrefying ruin, the "King is
sick and wan, his robes are fouled; the monk is dark and tubercular; Folial is an
athlete with twisted legs, rather spiderish in appearance." The king jestingly suggests
in the course of the play that they switch roles, and Folial, convinced that he is king,
confesses his love for the queen (who never appears on stage), whom the king has
been slowly poisoning. Folial is strangled, and the play ends. It is a succession of
mockeries, the king of the monk (a "messenger" figure), Folial of the King, the
King of Folial. But the outcome is quite real - death. Bells, another of Ghelderode's
obsessions, are heard throughout the play, mingled with hounds' cries. "You will
frequently come across bells in my plays. They are like an obbligato accompaniment.
They are a musical Sign, announcing the intrusion, the imminence of the supernatural, the approach of mystery." Ghelderode shows forth, in the relationship between
King and Clown, his mystery of illusion and reality. The fool is intelligent, the obvious better of the king, but he is not the real king, and he dies for his illusion.
What Ghelderode seems to be saying, within the limits of the play, is that there are
certain charismatic roles which one elects to play only upon pain of death. The reality
of this world is power, and it is exemplified in its Prince, Lucifer. In Cocteau's world,
the poet conquers Hell; in Ghelderode's he is conquered, though his defeat be gloriOUS.
In another context Cocteau said: "When kings put poets out of the door, poets win."
Ghelderode said: "My characters are what they are, just as they have come, incorrigible. I don't know if they are psychoanalyzable, as they say, or if they bear with
them cholera or poetry." They are destined, somehow, for death. OccaSionally Ghelderode hints that this is the solution; in Mademoiselle Jaire (1934) he placed the miracle
of J airus' daughter in Sixteenth-century Flanders. Mademoiselle J aire is resurrected
by a sorcerer-Christ-figure, who is later crucified. Lazarus, a root-covered corpse,
whom Mlle. Jaire apparently knew in the other world, embraces her, bursts into
flower, and they both die. With Wallace Stevens, Ghelderode would seem to believe
that "death is the mother of beauty," that to die unto this world is to wake unto
God. However, Chronicles of Hel4 Ghelderode's most famous play, holds no such
promise. The Bishop of Lapideopolis is lying in state in his episcopal palace in flanders, while the monks of his order, salaCiOUS, perverse, celebrate his demise. But
the Bishop, while they are yet carousing, appears before them, haVing been unable
to swallow the Host given him before dying. After a terrific battle with his successor,
Simon Laquedeem, he finally dislodges the Host and dies. The priests, perhaps in
imitation of the bells Ghelderode loved so well, honor his true passing by gathering
up their robes and danCing around shouting, "Dung, Dung, Dung:'Simon Laquedeem
thunders: "The pigs! They've filled their cassocks with dung!" (He crouches - gown
tucked up - his rabbinical face expressing demoniac bliss - while the curtain comes
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slowly down on these chronicles of Hell.)
It is this mephitic atmosphere that made George Wellwarth 's statement; " Ghelderode's plays are almost all preoccupied, directly or indirectly, with Catholicism" a
little difficult to understand. Ghelderode himself insisted on the amorality of his theatre:
I no more think of edifying than of corrupting - or of convincing .. .
Am I lovely ? And you? Men are not lovely, not often, and it's very
well that they are not even more ugly; but I believe in Man, and I think
that this can be felt in my work. I don't despair of him, and I find
him very interesting, capable of everything - and of its opposite.
But what relevance have Cocteau and Ghelderode to the theatre being written
and played now? Cocteau's influence is largely his example; he himself was the " universal athlete" of the theatre whom he called for in his preface to Les Maries. Po esie
de theatre remains alive, as we shall see, in Artaud 's theatre, albeit in modified form.
The pictorial aspect of both Cocteau 's and Ghelderode's work, their emphasis on the
priority of image, bears a marked influence on writers such as Jean Genet. Theirs
is a static, iconic theatre. They are agreed upon the almost occult potentialities of
the naturalistic theatre situation. And they both agree that verse drama is more or
less a thing of the past. Ghelderode said :
There is indeed a certain Poetic Theatre - or allegedly so - which is
rarely a vehicle for poetry. Let us beware of Poetry announced by placards. But without the verbal incantation which renders it dependent on
magiC, the theatre disintegrates of itself, crumbles away in words, renounces its priority over other forms of literature, and disclaims its
obsessional or possessional power, its marvels.
This last statement, on the theatre's "obsessional or possessional power," relates Ghelderode directly to the work of Antonin Artaud. In L 'Ecole des Bouffons
(1937), a relatively late work of Ghelderode, Folial, Master of the Fools, in the last
scene whispers to his congregated students: " Listen to your old Master, listen. I tell
you, truly, the secret of our art, of all art, of great art, of all art which wishes to
endure. It is C RUE L T Y."
From J arry there was a divergence; those who saw Ubu Roi as an essentially
intellectual work, and those who saw it as an appeal for an atavistic, instinctual
theatre. Artaud was of the latter. He claimed J arry for mentor; he and Roger Vitrac
together established the Theatre Alfred J arry ( 1927-29). In Le Theatre et Son Double
Artaud asked:
Whoever said the theatre was created to analyze character, to resolve
the conflicts of love and duty, to wrestle with all the problems of a topi-

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol4/iss1/5
48

12

Jones: Baudelaire's Chandelier: Poésie de Theatre Cocteau and Ghelderode
cal and psychological nature that monopolize our contemporary stage?
He found in Ubu Roi the paradigm for his " theatre of cruelty," which was to operate
"like the plague" (Ghelderode's " cholera or poetry"- bearing characters ). Homo
duplex, culturally formed man, is an illusory being which art, the process of truth,
must scourge and reveal as he is: a poor, bare, forked animal. Pere Ubu, in Artaud's
reading, has no illusions; he is avaricious, cowardly, tyrannical. His emotions are
Simple: hate, anger, greed. And for Artaud, the theatre, like Pere Ubu, should permit
itself no illusions. It is a serious business; it must protest against the artificial structure
of societal sanction and it must, through cruelty, lay bare the reality of the human
condition, the contingency of man in a hostile universe. It is a theatre largely without
speech; the image/ action has priority; man is dumb in the grip of the inexorable
forces which control the world. It is a theatre, consequently, of spontaneity. The
audience must always participate in a performance. Theatre must use only works
inspired by the emotion of the moment. Form has no meaning for Artaud. OedipUS
Rex's theme agrees with him; but unless its structure is changed, made relevant to
our particular situation, it is worthless. Theatre for Artaud is a cache of potential
themes which the metteur en scene, again a sort of " universal athlete, " relates to the
audience. Production should concentrate only on concrete theatrical aspects of the
drama: mUSiC, plastic arts, vocal mimicry, dance, mime, lighting and scenery. When
these elements are combined, they form what Artaud terms "the poetry of space."
Just as Cocteau opposed poetry of the theatre to poetry in the theatre, so does Artaud
oppose this spatial poetry to spoken poetry . A word for Artaud is valuable largely
as a controlled, shaped shriek; the aim of his theatre is to evoke images, not to communicate ideas. A stage still exists, but a great part of the action will be carried on
in the audience; the stage will surround the audience, which will be seated in swivel
chairs. I quote from Wellwarth :
The theatrical devices that will involve the audience will consist of music,
lights, color, masks, and rhythmical physical movements. In addition,
Artaud planned to insert novel devices that would serve as hieroglyphs
indicating the supernatural forces surrounding man. These would include apparitions, effigies yards-high dressed in costumes based on old
ritual models, stereophonic sound, and ' new and surprising objects,' such
as J arry 's disembraining machine, Ubu himself, and the growing corpse
in Ionesce 's Amedee.
Jean Genet represents the other group deriving from J arry, which sees Ubu
Roi as not at all calling for the obvious ideological committrnent Artaud found there.
For Genet the value of an act lies in its elegance. The use of masks, an unnatural
tone of voice, cardboard horses are all devices of alienation, to use Brecht's terms,
are all constructs which quite candidly say: This is play. J arry himself stressed the
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play-aspect of his drama in his notes, pointing out the essential formalism of the play.
Genet's Les Bonnes (1947) reintroduces the theme of illusion and reality. Claire
and Solange are maids who, when their mistress is out, take turns impersonating
her. They betray Madame's boyfriend to the police, and when they discover he is
to be released, realizing they will be found out, they try to poison Madame. The
attempt fails and the younger maid poisons herself, while the older resolves to turn
herself in as her murderess. Genet wants the maids to be played by boys, and wants
placards announcing that the actors are male prominent throughout the play. Le
Balcon (1960) treats of the same theme. It is set in a brothel, which its madame
calls a "house of illusions." Here come petty men to act out their fantasies in "reality." The brothel becomes a theatre and vice-versa. In Genet's theatre, appearance
and reality are indistinguishable: everyone lies.
After weakly positing these two trends in contemporary theatre, I would like to
consider happenings again. I hope now that one sees the happening as a logical
outgrowth of the disintegration of the naturalistic convention. That it is a form invented and practiced by painters and poets rather than by professional theatre people,
returns us to the pictorial nature of the theatre we have been discussing, to its oneiric
base in Ghelderode and Cocteau. As "poetry of statement" disappears, so the Brechtian
"theatre of statement" would seem to be vanishing as well, though this is doubtless
a temporary phenomenon. Recent experiments in American theatre, and I am thinking of both Julian Beck's Living Theatre and lesser-known experimental groups such
as the American Poet's Theatre in New York, would seem to indicate that the "school
of Artaud" (Gelber) is grOWing, but that an equally strong school of fantasists, looking to Genet, exists and that perhaps a meeting is not far away. There is a strong
suggestion that the two strains are converging in the new film, with its emphasis on
the unexplained image; in films such as Jack Smith's much-raided Flaming Creatures
perhaps a marriage of sorts is effected. The truly prodigious progeny of this union,
however, remain to be seen.
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